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(check out http://www.suehill.com/ for more LIS job related tips and information)  

Well done for securing an interview! Your CV or application form has already impressed the organisation, 
so you are part way there to securing that job. The interview is your chance to further impress and show 
that you are the best candidate for the job. So how do you go about doing this? 
 

Before the interview 

The more you prepare before the interview the more at ease you will feel throughout. The right 
preparation will help you to feel empowered to answer any questions that come your way. What can you 
do before the interview to help you to prepare? 
 
Research Research Research 
As information professionals, I don't need to remind you of the importance and power of information. Find 
out as much as you can about the role and how it fits within the organisation. Don't just rely on the 
information that you are provided with before the interview. There is a wealth of information about 
organisations online. The more you find out about the role, and the organisation, the better equipped you 
will be to sell your skills and experience to them.  
This last point is very important as even if you haven't had much experience so far, think of what skills you 
have obtained from study, work or voluntary experience that would be relevant and transferable to this 
role. This will help you to know what aspects of your experience you want to focus on when answering the 
interview questions. 
 

First impressions 

The interviewer(s) will start to form an opinion of you from the moment they meet you, so it is important 
to do everything you can to create a favourable first impression.  
 
Presentation 
Look smart. This doesn't mean you have to spend a lot of money on a designer suit, but you do need to 
give the impression that you have made an effort for the interview. Make sure you look well groomed and 
clean and tidy. Polish your shoes. Even the smallest things can contribute to their impression of you.  

http://www.suehill.com/


 
Body language 
Make sure you have positive and welcoming body language. Remember to smile and make eye contact. If 
you are nervous, smiling helps to ease your nerves. A good firm handshake will help you to come across as 
confident. The way you sit in your chair helps to create an impression. For example if you lean slightly 
towards the interviewer this helps you to come across as interested. 
 

The interview  
Are you feeling nervous about making a good impression and marketing yourself? Remember that you 
would not have been invited to interview if they didn't feel from looking at your CV or application form 
that you had the ability to do the job. Your task now is to prove you are the best candidate for the role, and 
affirm their belief that you are capable of doing the job and bringing something special to their 
organisation and team. 
Take any questions you are asked as an opportunity to sell yourself and communicate your relevant skills 
and experience. Make sure you phrase your answers to any questions positively. Even if the reason you are 
looking to move organisation is that you don't get on with your boss, think of another reason that you are 
looking to move on; for instance career progression. It is important to give answers that clearly highlight 
these key aspects of your skills and experience, but are also concise. One way to ensure you are concise 
when answering these sorts of questions is to think about what you may be asked, and think through a way 
you can structure a response before the interview. 
Quite often the interviewer will want to learn more about your past experience, so they may start with 
questions designed to find out more about your work history. They may go on to ask you why you are 
interested in that role and look at your motivations for applying to their company. 
 
Some typical interview questions 

 Why do you want to change jobs?  
 Why would you like to work for this organisation?  
 What do you want to be doing in your career two years/five years/ten years from now?  
 Tell me your three main strengths and weaknesses.  
 What can you bring to our company? Why do you think we should employ you?  

 

Competency based questions 
What are competency based interview questions? Competencies are a set of behaviours and skills that an 
organisation feels a person would need to possess in order to be able to do the job effectively. For 
instance, an organisation may decide that a cataloguer would need great attention to detail, and want to 
assess that any applicants possess good attention to detail, whereas they may feel that a person doing 
front-line library assistant work would need great customer service skills. The purpose of this type of 
interview questioning is to find out more about these aspects of the applicant’s behaviour. 
This may sound rather daunting, but there are several reasons why this sort of interview technique is good 
for you as an interviewee: 

1. All candidates are asked the same questions, therefore you have equal opportunity to perform well. 
Even if you are up against people with more experience, you could still come across just as well or 
better, if you can give evidence you have the competency they are assessing, and can prove it by 
providing an example. This evidence can come from experience of working in a completely different 
type of role to that which you are applying for.  

2. The job description and person specification for the role are your cheat sheets! From reading 
through these you will know in advance what competencies they will be trying to measure. If the 
person specification states they are looking for someone with team working skills, it is likely that 
you will be asked a competency based question to find out more about your ability to work as part 
of a team. 

 
 



 
Typical wording of competency based questions 
These are open questions designed to find out more about your competencies by asking you to describe 
how you have behaved previously in a situation where you have used that competency. 

 Tell me about a time when you have worked as part of a team 

 Give me an example of a time when you have communicated the same information in different 
ways to different audiences  

 Describe a situation where you have dealt with a demanding customer 

 How do you manage conflicting priorities?  
 

A good way to answer competency based questions  
It is important to answer these questions in a structured, full and concise manner. A good way to prepare 
for this sort of interview questioning is to refer back to your cheat sheets (the job description and person 
specification), and list the competencies they will be looking for. Think of some examples of where you 
have used those skills and behaviours. Then structure your response using the STAR principle: 

Situation - outline the situation/set the context; one sentence is fine 
Task - What task was set? 
Action - What did you (not the team) do? Avoid the temptation to say “we did this” - they want to 
know what YOU did. 
Result - what were the outcomes? Do NOT miss this part out and remember outcomes can be 
positive or negative. It is fine (even encouraged) to say “from this I learnt” or “next time I would…” 

 
If you do not have an example to draw on you could explain what you think you would do in that situation. 
Or you could report on what you have seen someone else do, and reflect that you would/would not do it 
that way as it had a positive/negative outcome. 
 

Asking Questions 
The objective of an interview is for them to find out a bit more about you, and if they think you are well 
suited for the job. It is also a chance for you to find out a bit about them and if this is a place that you 
would like to work. Asking the right questions will help you to appear interested and enthusiastic about the 
role and the organisation. For instance you may want to ask: 

 What volume / type of enquiries does the unit deal with?  
 What induction or training programme would be on offer?  
 What will be the top priority in this role over the next 6 months? 

Asking the wrong kind of questions can make you look as if you are only interested in what you can gain 
from the role. Avoid asking about salary or holiday allowances at this stage. Focus on showing them what 
you have to offer them, and then these details can be discussed if they do decide to offer you the role. 
 

After the interview  

Thank them for their time, and if you haven't already done so, ask them when they plan to make a 
decision. Do follow up with them and ask for feedback if you are unsuccessful, as it is helpful for next time. 
 
 
To summarise, the key to performing well in an interview is preparation. With the right preparation you 
will have an idea of what the employer is looking for, and this helps you to demonstrate to them you have 
the skills they want. Preparation also helps with nerves. If you know what to expect you will feel more 
confident answering questions. Throughout the interview be aware of your body language and how you 
present yourself to them. You want to come across as positive, motivated, and interested in the role. 
Asking the right questions at the end shows you have a keen interest in the post. If you are not successful 
in getting the post, be open to constructive criticism. This information can be very useful to help you to 
perform better in your next interview. 


